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    Prologue


    
      This story contains monsters. There’s two types of creatures: those that dwell in the world, and those that live within us. Those of the world walk among men. They are watchful and powerful, and choose when to reveal themselves. The others are at home among our inmost desires and shames, our pride and our secrets. This story concerns both kinds, the outer and the inner. It is not a flight of my imagination. It is true.


      Of the world-dwelling sort, there are many. I grew up with old-timers’ tales of Wampus cats, the Flatwoods beast, and the Mothman. Their legends are woven into the natural tapestry of hill and valley, of ridge and river. Such creatures are old and still tread the mountains of my childhood home, a place held snugly between ancient peaks rounded smooth by the centuries and blessed with a lush, green fertility. The people who settled there once and who live there now are dependable, faithful, and speak with the same time-worn softness befitting our home. Don’t underestimate the Appalachians, neither the land nor the people. Their gentle appearance disguises their durable strength. The old things that live in these mountains endure, too.


      Outsiders are quick to deny the existence of fantastical things. They dismiss them as “cryptids,” pretending that the act of categorization suffices to cage their unknowability and defang their strength. Name them what you will, but names cannot remove their power. Those who believe openly in these creatures are judged and dismissed as well. We’ve been called ignorant and superstitious, slow-thinking and slow-speaking. We don’t care a whit for the judgement. We’re careful. We, who were raised within these monsters’ old domains know better. Our beliefs are based on respect and experience, not categories.


      The monsters are real and rare. They are seen or unseen by choice. They are long-familiar with mankind’s ways and our many weaknesses. They’ve used the centuries to watch us and learn. Occasionally, Man takes the upper hand by force of greater numbers. Our relationship with the natural world is uneven at best. We tend to exploit first, and regret later. The monsters remember our follies and wait. Compared to these old beings, our lives are fleeting and our power is temporary. They are patient and will outlast us. We’re a brief bother at best. Centuries will erode earth and weather stone. Man’s confidence does not have the same blunting strength. We wish danger away, we label it, we try to analyze it, but this is our modern way of forgetting. Old stories of magic and mysteries should be our caution. The time of monsters will come again. We may well be responsible when it does.


      Our inner monsters are truly our own devising, however. They are modern creations of our minds. Our fears and hopes and secrets and shames roam across the landscape of our hearts. I left my home behind, and in doing so moved myself out of the reach of all things of the land. I did this willingly. The monsters inside me, though, could not be escaped by a simple trick of geography. Those traveled with me, and roamed within, and sometimes terrorized me, and sometimes saddened me. They were personal, private, relentless. They were born of love.


      On my shelf I keep a box. Once upon a time, the box contained seven monsters of the world. I was present for their discovery, their release, and the trouble they brought. Now the box holds exclusively memories, mementoes, and a broken heart: the cruelest creature of mankind’s making. Both the box and I have remained tightly shut. Overdue is the time of our opening. I’m the last witness of the story of this box, and the last who knows the complete truth of the shattering events wrought by its contents. I helped to release them, and I’ve carried the blame.


      History happened as I’ve told it here. I understand if it sounds unbelievable. Outsiders will find it such. Nobody wishes to believe that monsters are real in modern times. They should be legends caged in the past where they cannot harm us. I admit I’ve doubted these events over the decades and questioned the truth of my memories. I’ve never doubted the box. It is tangible, real, a human artifact crafted of old magic to harness a chaotic form. This is not a story of its origins. This is a story of its end, of the release of its contents and the restoration of a part of the world it damaged, for a time. To hold the box and its story is to accept the thin divide between our ordinary world and the unseen fantastic. Two of us crossed that boundary seven times, together, alone, and together again in the end. We paid a toll for each transgression.


      For all in these pages who live in my memory, I apologize for being overdue in the telling. You did your best to steer us clear of trouble. Trouble found us, regardless. Trouble changed me, and revealed my truth, and dwelt within me afterwards. I didn’t free it. I let it worry at the seams of my imperfectly mended self. When I refused to heed it, it pressed harder.


      Today, at last, I released it.

    

  

  
    Full Corn Moon


    
      Ma’s kitchen calendar said thirteen full moons were due to hang in the sky that year, and if that ain’t a bad omen then I don’t know what is. That year I fell in love once, and had my heart broke twice. I became a man, courted trouble, and saw death. I wished for change and to know my future. Change came, and pointed a way down a long and twisted path with an end I couldn’t predict. Everyone in Boar Ridge knew 1974 as a year of great events, and few survive now that remember them. Fifty years later, I recall both bad and good. I’m the last person now that knows how we caused them.


      No matter what the calendar showed, every school-age child knew a proper year started in September and ended in June. It’s the single measure of time that mattered. Boar Ridge saw summers-end in style with the annual Boar Ridge Community Labor Day Picnic. It was the party that beat all others. Everyone was invited, and it was the social event that united us. Me and my classmates felt summer’s closing and the future leaning hard against the door. We had no idea how momentous this year would be.


      Picnic Day was slated as the last Saturday before school commenced, which this year fell on August the thirty-first. The picnic marked our final days of feral summer freedom before the calendar chained us to the classroom for nine more months of drudgery. I didn’t mind school. I preferred the summer. This upcoming year was extra significant for me, because this fall marked my first year of high school. In three days I’d step off the bus and into the new school building they put in outside of town. It would be the farthest from home I’d ever been. I tried not to dwell. All summer I rambled the lanes of Townside on my three-speed, either for pleasure or for Ma’s never-ending chore list and charity errands. I pedaled every fair day from breakfast to dinner. I figured if I rode fast enough, time couldn’t catch me up and this summer might last forever. But no three-speed can outrun formal education, and the picnic could not be missed. I’d be a fool to pass it by.


      Tradition dictated that the picnic be held in the town square, noon to dusk, rain or shine, and come one, come all. It gave a body an entire day to smother end-of-summer sorrows under charbroiled hot dogs, fifty-cent pop, red-potato salad, sweet corn, homemade vanilla ice cream with summer berries, and infinite other gourmet delicacies. I laid into this year’s spread with a desperate determination to bulk up last-minute, as I still verged on the scrawny side. Ma was a good sport and fussed over letting out the cuffs of my school pants, however her precise pencil marks on the kitchen door frame didn’t lie. I saw fractional movement of late. I hoped I hadn’t topped out at fourteen. I was still shorter than Ma. She assured me I was long overdue for a boost. The picnic was my last opportunity to feed up before school.


      Picnic volunteers earned free meals, and Ma and I always volunteered. That is, she volunteered for us both, and she made sure I paid back my food allowance in sweat. She and her church ladies set up on the north corner of the square, and they worked shifts all day in the swelter of the green canvas Army-surplus tent, with the front rolled up and tied off. That tent weighed exactly nine thousand pounds. I know that because part of my enlistment was to hoist the back end up out of the church basement storage for its annual airing-out. Add in lugging donations on picnic day and I earned that free lunch from the Elk’s Club. Staying late meant dinner, and cleanup crew got all the leftovers we wanted. Ma and I worked from setup to cleanup. She never passed up a chance to feed me two squares for free, never mind leftovers. Ma called me “a constant appetite” all summer but it didn’t take any effect, height-wise. I cursed the tyranny of the door jamb.


      Ma herself worked equally hard and harder at her station, with a rare break for iced tea or a little potato salad. I saw her now and then, being busy as I was ranging afield to take in this last perfect day of freedom. I checked-in on the half-hours when the town clock chimed to see if there was anything the ladies needed fetched, lugged, or lifted. Between-times I spent loping around the square to investigate the prizes at the cake walk, the 4-H kids with the rabbits they raised, and the bids at the D.A.R. Quilters’ silent auction. Any time I spotted one of my Townside classmates, we exchanged haunted looks. Even with the cheer of the picnic, we felt our futures creeping up on us. School in three days. There was no outrunning it, and no stopping it.


      

      The high school senior band was set up at the gazebo, and I listened under the broad sugar maple in my favorite spot, by the knothole with “JR+EV” carved beside it. I knew the artist. I imagined myself joining the band for their annual program of patriotic melodies. I listened to the concert every year, and hoped that this fall I could try out. I likely knew the music better than anyone else. Mr. Pringle took over as band director two years before, and if he dared consider changing things up, he got set straight pretty quick. You don’t ruin a perfect formula like the town picnic. There’d be a riot in the streets.


      I listened until the final note and Mr. Pringle’s bow, and then cut a loop back to church storage for another box of clothes for the charity tent. The bingo game was still running down in the shady cool of the basement hall and I paused to listen to a few numbers crackled out over the PA system. The game would get more popular as the day wore on and the humidity climbed. Somehow folks always found space down there. I would have liked to stay, but I heard the half-hour, and knew Ma expected me. I picked up a box and struggled it back up the steps. I couldn’t see much around the carton and squinted with the sun in my eyes. The whole town was out today, chatting, calling out, laughing, connecting. And me the unsung laborer, doing my part. I felt like Pa, to tell the truth. He didn’t earn many thanks, either. I was so busy hauling that I made a rookie mistake. I was being stalked. Patty Delbarr watched and waited for me. As usual, her mind was set on romance.


      She sprung out at me from behind the back flap and shocked me to death. “Hi Davey!”


      Patty and I were classmates since kindergarten. She was sweet on me from day two, all the way through middle school. I did not return the sentiment. She was like the sister I never had, and could never shake loose. We lived a block and a half apart, so we went to each other’s birthdays since forever. Her mother conducted herself like we had an extended courtship and betrothal.


      Mrs. Delbarr alerted to her daughter’s bark. “Why David, thank you. You may stack it over there, with the others, on the left, good, perhaps a bit forward, a bit more, perfect!”


      Mrs. Delbarr liked to spend her picnic days “supervising” the other church ladies. They were too kind to refuse her guidance. I’m sure they could manage fine. I know that I could have set down that box without her acting like my co-pilot. I cooperated anyhow. Mrs. Delbarr had force behind her ideas, like a battleship under full steam. She was always prepared to ram obstacles out of her way. I found it safest to agree with her and navigate for clear waters at the first opportunity.


      She approved, eventually. “Your David is so helpful, Ethel. He reminds me of his father. It’s been too long since he’s visited.”


      Ma smiled and ignored the slight. Pa was on the road again this year, and overall he missed more picnics than he attended. The fact was, he missed picnics, and birthdays, and other special days besides. His job was to follow the routes set down by his dispatcher’s office, and Dispatch did not schedule around picnics, and birthdays, and other special days. They kept him for Thanksgiving but rarely, and Christmas so far never. Me and Ma made do by ourselves most of the time.


      On the other hand, Mrs. Delbarr’s husband Doc kept his practice in town, near enough to walk to. He drove to his county rounds in a big black sedan during the day, and took dinner at home every night. Patty had no shortage of being doted on by both of her parents. Their excess attention set her expectations too high. Patty would demand a lot from a romantic companion. I don’t think she heard “no” much if ever. She wasn’t spoiled. Like me, she was an only child. Unlike me, she got her way more often.


      “What a relief to you having a man around the house, though.” Mrs. Delbarr frequently tested Ma’s unflappable grace by reminding her—and everyone else—that her full family was at hand every day.


      Ma smiled now, a tight, polite smile. “Davey is as thoughtful and kind as his father. Davey, Mrs. Delbarr gave you a compliment. Manners, please?”


      Ma tried to impart the value of politeness and manners upon me through frequent public reminders. They hadn’t stuck, and yet Ma carried a deep, abiding faith in my capacity and need to improve, and a bottomless patience to see it done.


      “Thank you, Mrs. Delbarr.”


      “Thank you, David. And you are the image of your father, and your mother’s pride and joy, I’m sure.”


      Patty hovered nearby the whole time. She stared at me with her usual heartsick and simpering expression. Patty had “blossomed” in the past year, as Ma said, which was a politeness-and-manners way to point out how Patty shot up and towered over us boys in eighth grade. The marks on her kitchen door looked like they tracked a rocket launch. Patty also inherited her mother’s solid boned physique, and was equally broad in the withers. The Delbarr women were neither fat nor soft. They were sturdy like the hills. And then last year, Patty spontaneously developed bosoms. I didn’t understand the process exactly. For a while they weren’t there, and then suddenly, they were a promontory above the landscape. They lurked front-and-center. Eye contact with Patty was all the more difficult now. Her new topography was awkward company. Pretending to ignore bosoms on anyone was difficult at fourteen, and Patty wasn’t shy discussing her new aerodynamic profile. She would make someone a fine wife. Someone other than me, that is. I despaired at my odds of avoiding her forever. She was in pursuit for nine years with no sign of easing up. She wasn’t even winded.


      With Mrs. D’s approval earned for my box setting-down skills, I stacked the contents onto a folding table set up in the back. I barely glanced at the Coalside family that come up to the front. Ma called back a request for school clothes for their boy, and Patty and I made up a stack of the right size to fit. We didn’t see Coalsiders in town unless they needed something, but needs they always had. Ma and the church ladies mended year-round trying to keep up with the demands of the hard-working families. I grew up to the hum of her secondhand sewing machine in the front bedroom. She was always taking in or letting out or patching up or piecing together patterns. Every family in Coalside owned something that those ladies handled.


      Ma said the labor kept her too busy to miss Pa. She also did it to win herself community respect. She was a preacher’s daughter from the next county over, the home turf of our age-old football rivals, so she already had strikes against her before she and Pa got married. But she had a manner that people respected. She looked harmless and delicate and dainty, until something collided with her will of wrought iron. She was the youngest of five sisters and a survivor. Underestimate her at your peril. For all she did, though, very few people called her by name, if they knew it at all. She was “Junior’s wife” and she existed in their minds as an extension of Pa.


      Pa, though, was a native son, and like every other native-born, he carried a nickname as his birthright. “Junior” wasn’t original as names went. Originality wasn’t the point, and it stuck firm. Everyone called him “Junior.” I was envious, and wanted a nickname, because as a baby I’d not gotten my own unique name at all. Everyone knew me as “Davey” since kindergarten, because “David John Ruggleman, III” was an unfortunate mouthful. I wanted a change.


      Ma still called me “Davey,” which I permitted, and Patty did too, which I couldn’t prevent. The moniker was too babyish for high school, though. I privately declared that this year would be different. I vowed to get out from under “Davey” and “Junior’s boy” and earn something new. I didn’t just want to be an extension of Pa. In a few months, I’d get that wish.


      For now, I was still Davey back in the back of the tent, stacking work shirts and folding patched pants (“dungarees” to Mrs. Delbarr) and feeling summer’s final moments race by. That last long weekend was altogether too short.


      ☾


      My whole world fit into a geographic postage stamp. The jagged line of our town’s namesake ridge formed one crinkle-edged border, the lazy sway of the county road made another, the cold steel curves of the railroad and the broad path of the creek completed the square. Boar Ridge was situated thirty miles in all directions from nowhere, a distance more effective than a fence to keep away unwanted disruptions. Folks liked to hold the outside world at arm’s length until they was sure it could be trusted. Trust was hard-won. To insiders, ours was a quiet, proud community. “Boar Ridge” was a threatening, wild name to bestow on a tame place. I never once spotted any such creatures, just the tusked mural of the mascot painted inside the high school gym. The fauna we saw on the regular were the cattle grazing docile and dull on the hill beside Potter’s Dairy. Boar Creek dribbled along its Appalachian meander, quiet as a mayfly. The water ran sleepy in the spring and languid in the summer, and remained shallow enough to wade through without dampening your knees. The original settlers put down by the wide bend, and built up their church with the cemetery out back. The land was too stony for crop farming and too steep for easy timbering, and the winter melt wouldn’t swell the Creek deep enough for predictable barge traffic. Boar Ridge survived on its secrets kept underground.


      Coal was the community’s heart, and it beat strong for generations. The rail line hauled away the hills’ black treasure, and Boar Ridge tithed in trains a hundred hopper cars long. They still ran when I lived there, although never as frequently or as long as during the boom times. The mine proper was a half mile down the road from town, around a bend that kept it politely out of view and out of mind. The rail tracks cinched like a too-tight belt along the mine, so no money leaked out by accident. The tracks restricted the mingling of folks from Townside to Coalside, and vice versa. Ma called it a metal scar that divided Boar Ridge.


      We were separate in other ways, too. In town, we elected a mayor and the sheriff and the VFD took care of fires. The doings in Coalside were wholly regulated by the Company. They owned the road, the rails, the mine, and the men spending sunless years digging underground. For all my summer ramblings, I never followed that bend and crossed the tracks to Coalside. I had no business there, no more than I would in a cemetery. Townside life fit the citizenry fine and comfortably and disruption was not welcome, even from across those tracks. This was well known. Both sides kept apart from comfortable habit.


      We lived on the Townside block with a red brick Methodist church at the end. Our house was the first in a row of cottages built beneath the steeple’s shadow, some of the first homes set up in the “new community” for folks able to afford to move away from the mine. Few could. The lots were laid out when families and pocketbooks were smaller, and as the community built up, our block looked like toy homes some child had left behind. Ma insisted ours be painted her favorite shade of yellow, with white trim. Pa called it her “box of sunshine.” The inside was cozy for two and cramped for three on days when Pa came home between routes. He and Ma kept the back bedroom at the end of the hall on the left with their window overlooking her vegetable patch. Ma’s sewing room was the smaller bedroom to the right that faced the street. The bathroom sat between them. Our main front room held space for Pa’s chair and radio, and company if they didn’t mind standing. The kitchen served as dining room and laundry. Every room was snug and well-fitted. Ma’s tidiness policy kept the house neat. Mess had nowhere to form.


      The root cellar door was out back, down poured cement steps. Ma kept her canning on thick homemade shelves. The destiny of every garden harvest was to be classified, labeled, dated, and organized. Cobwebs didn’t dare form downstairs. When I was tall enough to reach, I was put on cellar duty to fetch things. Space was tight down there, because we kept our bikes out of the weather under a tarp. We walked or biked everywhere we needed to get. We didn’t have a garage, and we didn’t own a car. Ma demonstrated no interest in driving. “Your father does enough for all of us” was her conclusion to such discussions. I had no place to go. That didn’t stop the want. The idea of traveling without pedaling was exotic.


      Before it was Ma’s sewing room, the small bedroom was the nursery. I soon outgrew it, and it was a grand day when I moved up to the attic. The space ran the entire length of the house. Ma kept some of it reserved for storage, down at the kitchen end. I claimed the most living area of any Ruggleman. My room was private and perfect, and I didn’t need to stoop over but sometimes. Two dormer windows looked over our street. I kept my desk pushed up under one for as broad a view as possible. Pa assembled it from salvaged cabinets and a battered table top, and C-clamped a gray gooseneck lamp to the edge. My bed was a simple steel frame with springs strung across it. Pa sandwiched a cut of plywood between them and the mattress to keep it from sagging. Grandpap’s Army footlocker served as my bedside table and bureau, and Ma laid cedar blocks inside to chase away moths. The ceiling sloped so low that I could touch my toes to it when I was in bed. I loved that space, both vast and snug at the same time.


      It also afforded me a place to dream. I kept a National Geographic map of the United States pinned above my bed. The state lines were obscured under layers of postcards, each secured with a brass thumbtack with a star on the head. Pa sent mail faithfully. I’m surprised I don’t have permanent scars on my fingertips for all the times I swapped out them cards. East of the Mississippi, the cards lapped compact as fish scales. They thinned out westward towards the Pacific Ocean. New cards went on the map and personal favorites stayed there, like the one from Minnesota with the Paul Bunyan statue on it. The extras I saved in a cookie tin in the footlocker. In the heart of my perfect-sized town, that attic room was the coziest of all. I wondered how Pa slept, being away from the comfort of home.


      After I grew up I saw that Pa and Ma’s fixations on self-sufficiency and secondhand goods kept us surviving on the polite side of poor. We never lived Coalside-poor any of the years I slept there. I suspect we came up against it at times. Every penny Pa earned got stretched thin. “We’ll make do” was the Ruggleman family motto.


      Pa chose to be a truck driver and not a miner. His aptitude for mechanical things was an asset, and he was at peace in his own company. He surrendered his days to the whims of Dispatch, and they sent him far and they sent him often, as my map testified. Most boys in Boar Ridge followed their fathers and grandfathers in deepening the Company hole. There was honor in mine work. Mining families spent their labor hoping for the return of glory to Boar Ridge. The demand for coal was dropping, but still they hoped.


      Pa never said if he felt judged for choosing a life away from the mine. His Pa, David Ruggleman Sr., was a sergeant in the Army and died young. I didn’t know what he did for a living. Pa never put on airs, nor Ma. They knew that neither driving nor digging made any local boy a millionaire. Penny-stretching was a fine tradition in most families. Nobody ever said a negative thing regarding Pa that I heard, not even after my narrow circle of friends expanded with my new school.


      But folks there remembered well, and knew how to hold a grudge.


      

      When we got back from Sunday service the day after the picnic, Ma positioned me out back on the red metal kitchen stool and clothes-pinned her blue hyacinth bedsheet around my neck. The fabric was faded from line drying and worn soft from frequent use.


      The hippie long-hair style never caught on in Boar Ridge, and opinions on the Summer of Love a few years before were not favorable. Boys were expected to look like boys, and girls like girls. Our town barber specialized in the basic military high-and-tight, popular for its low-maintenance simplicity and long-lasting value. Anything stylish like a ladies’ cut required a hairdresser. Mrs. Delbarr praised hers, often. Ma never saw the point of sending the family out for a shearing. Ethel Ruggleman embodied do-it-yourself or it’s not worth doing, and when she had an idea, it wouldn’t shake loose. Unlike our barber, though, Ma’s trims kept some of the undergrowth. This was also practicality. She didn’t own a pair of electric clippers, so I was spared a crew-cut. She cleaned up my neck with an old-fashioned straight razor of my Grandpap’s that she whetted with a strop. I learned quick to sit extra-still at haircut time.


      This day, I said farewell to my sunshine-bleached tangle as it showered past my brow, the final curtain drawn on summer’s end. I remember sitting by the garden, warmed in the September sunshine and shocked when the cold metal of her haircut shears grazed my cheek. I can hear the snick of Ma’s quick, careful scissor work. I didn’t know how life could improve. I thought we was rich as kings.


      ☾


      High school changed all my perceptions.


      Every year I walked to school, starting in kindergarten, then elementary school, through middle school held in the old senior high where Pa attended. Other kids from around the area were used to taking one of the bus routes in, and now I would join them. The new senior high was far out on the county road, and required a ride to get there. The school was modern and long and square-sided with windows down every wing. It had a new gymnasium and a student library. Every ninth-through-twelfth grade student in Boar Ridge and all the outlying areas attended together. There were communities all around the county made up of a few handfuls of people and a blinking yellow light at the crossroads. To them, Boar Ridge was downright metropolitan.


      For years I sat in classrooms with the same old friends. Patty and I had all the same teachers. Now I would be one of five hundred students. Five hundred! I might not know a single soul. For weeks I dreamed of being washed away on rivers of people, and of being lost looking for my classroom down endless identical halls. My imagination was always a rich one, said Ma, so by the first day of school, I was a shambles. All summer I worked myself up over the first day, and now that day was here.


      “I’m sure you’ll meet lots of people, Davey.” Ma wasn’t the least bothered that Tuesday over breakfast. It could have been any ordinary day, to hear her carry on. “And when you get home, you can tell me about your classes. We didn’t change rooms like you will.”


      I nudged my breakfast around on my plate and grunted. I was too fidgety to eat.


      Ma refused to accept this as a substitute for conversation. “Davey, manners?”


      “Sorry. Yes, ma’am.”


      “Ma’am, am I? You may be in senior high, but I’m not old enough for ma’am, so don’t you dare start.” She laughed and ruffled my hair, then wet her hands down at the sink to smooth it back into place.


      I pushed my fork in circles while she finished her coffee, set her cup in the sink, and moved the percolator off the burner.


      After forever, she checked the clock. “I suppose we should get ready to—”


      I all but burst from the table to retrieve everything. We’d gone to Pickett’s for new pencils, notebooks, and a ring binder and I carried it all home for practice. Monday night, I piled everything up and triple-checked it first thing this morning. Ma talked me out of my more ridiculous choices. (“It’s high school, Davey, not a trip to the North Pole.”) I banged back into the kitchen balancing my stack of new supplies under one arm and grabbed Pa’s lunch pail with my free hand.


      Ma hadn’t even finished tying up her hair in her yellow scarf. “It’s a five-minute walk, Davey. Relax.”


      Relax. Hilarious. She was hilarious, my Ma. Anything might happen in five minutes.


      She held the door open while I teetered outside down the back steps. Ma always walked with me on the first day since Pa usually wasn’t home. That morning he would have shook his head, amused to hear me chatter like a treed squirrel. The bus stop was a walk of three blocks. I was on schedule to exhaust myself before we arrived.


      “Did you write down the bus number? Are you sure this is the stop? I think I’ll be fine. I’m not nervous at all. Was your first day like this? Do I have enough pencils? I hope there’s not a test. Do you think there will be a test?”


      My feet felt loose in my new sneakers and my toes found every sidewalk crack and tree root. Ma watched me and smiled to herself while I jabbered away, oblivious to her amusement.


      As we got in sight of the stop, my hyperactivity gave way to the silent creep of dread. Judging from the faces of the other riders from my neighborhood, mine was a shared sentiment. More’n a few mothers were present as honor guards for their new freshmen. We stood helpless and twitchy, getting our cowlicks laid flat and barrettes adjusted and collars straightened. At least Ma didn’t bring the family camera, that ancient boxy thing of Grandpap’s. Mrs. Delbarr brought hers, though, and made Patty smile and pose three or four times, with everybody watching. The poor girl looked pale and wavery. I tucked in on Ma’s opposite side to avoid offering moral support. I didn’t have none to spare. Meanwhile, the returning students slouched on the side and snickered at us all. They experienced their twitchy year already.


      I hoped to keep a low profile, say my goodbyes when the bus came, and that sort of thing. Ma didn’t get the memo. She struck up conversation with the other mothers and chatted like we wasn’t even there. Can you believe it, high school already, my first day feels like yesterday, how time flies and so on.


      An upperclassman triggered a brief panic by wondering aloud if we missed the bus. Most of us tossed all night thanks to our overactive nerves, and this prank did not improve our mood. When Blue Bird bus number one-two-eight swung in sight around the end of the block and pulled to the curb, I was so relieved to see it that I forgot where we were bound. A hiss of the brakes and the squeak and flap of the door rang darker than any funeral bell.


      

      Mothers produced tissues from hidden pockets to spit-shine us into smartness. My freshly-shorn hair refused to lay flat. Ma gave it one final, futile try. Mrs. Delbarr once declared my ears were “prominent,” and they sizzled a ripe-tomato red with nerves. They were two signal flags waggling around to draw everyone’s attention. Ma choked up as I climbed aboard. I didn’t look back. The shame of being teary-eyed in front of strangers was the last thing I wanted.


      I’m glad I held it together because my first pop quiz waited for me: acing the Bus Rules. I don’t mean the classic stay seated no horseplay do not disturb the driver stuff. Everybody knew those. I mean the secret ones which defined social standing and acceptability. They were pattern and prelude to high school’s pecking order. Where someone sat on the bus and how they acted framed their year. Flub it badly enough, and they might as well walk to school. Bus Rules were unspoken and never broken and took keen study to suss out.


      Rule One required that boys sit on the driver’s side, and girls sit on the door side. This was obvious, and I followed it automatically. Middle school socials taught me the safety of bunching up by gender. Instinct guided me to an empty seat a few rows behind the driver. I didn’t know a thing beyond that. I made an observation post deep within friendly territory to study.


      The Second Bus Rule demanded that we talk exclusively to friends and when seated next to each other. The bus was not for making new acquaintances. Stick to the known ones. Don’t ever talk with a new kid, and never chat with a friend when someone sat between y’all. Such contact wasn’t done. That friend might as well be on the moon. Rule One applied, too. The boy/girl divide was sacred. Don’t talk across the aisle.


      I obeyed Rule Two by accident because the single person I knew well was Patty, and she was a couple rows away. If I called out to her, I’d be noticed. No thanks. My ears at last chilled back to body temperature and didn’t need to be reheated.


      Rule Three ordained that cool kids sat in the back of the bus. The back was reserved. “Coolness” was a mix of category, philosophy, and arithmetic, and based on potential graduation year. Mathematics made it impossible to be cooler than anyone a grade up. The lowliest high-schooler was automatically cooler than every middle-schooler, and middle-schoolers were always more cool than grade-schoolers. High school upperclassmen were the coolest, and the seniors dwelt at the peak of the Mt. Olympus of Cool. Rule Three defined our borders.


      I passed Rules One and Two, however my first encounter with Rule Three was a complete whiff. I unknowingly planted myself deep in a sixth-and-seventh-grader colony, and I obviously couldn’t move once we pulled away from my stop. Indecision could forever brand me as The Big-Eared Kid Who Don’t Know Where To Sit. Shifting seats was so unheard of that the scenario wasn’t even in the Rules. Commitment meant everything. I laid low and took my lumps among twelve-year-olds with no social currency.


      Back-row Coolness earned a body extra bus privileges. They were the stuff of dreams. The coolest kids could claim temporary friendship with anyone they chose for the duration of the ride. They may holler at anybody they wanted to, regardless of the seat distance. Uncool kids like me who got pinned under a conversational crossfire must play dumb. Responding or reacting in any way was a felony faux pas. In such a case, both the hollerer and the holleree were obligated to save face and retaliate. Punishments ranged from being tripped in the aisle to a public wedgie in the lunch line. Failure to learn and obey the Rules clung like skunk stank. If you did, you’d find out, and you’d suffer. There was no greater high school sin than being different.


      Life in the back wasn’t all focused on social climbing, though. Cool kids were also bound by expectations and bylaws. Anyone with access to a vehicle who rode the bus after they earned their driver’s permit was judged a backslider. They lacked moral character. They’d be shunned, and might not recover their standing until summer.


      Pairing up with a steady boyfriend or girlfriend boosted coolness, if done correctly. Couples could détente across the aisle when both parties agreed. They must hold hands peaceably to acknowledge the transgression of Rule Two. If they were serious enough to sit together, then the boys’ side seats were acceptable. In this circumstance, the boy took the window, and the girl took the aisle to maintain their proper relative position. Their couplehood was always under scrutiny for acceptable bus behavior. Dating down-grade was fine for boys to do, but suspicious for girls. There was no room on the bus for social anarchy.


      The Rules were tied to one’s primary bus and not transferable. Taking a different bus instead of the regular one tossed out all ranks and privileges. That situation triggered a reset of one’s status back to the baseline gender-and-grade level. Even I recognized the foolishness of joining another bus dynamic mid-year. I vowed to always get to my stop on time and not have to integrate into a substitute group. The pressure would be tremendous.


      With these first-day observations catalogued, I concluded that earning coolness required time, friends, or going steady. I wouldn’t become cool overnight, that was for sure. I didn’t have to be such a dork tomorrow, though. If I survived this day, then I’d try to salvage my reputation and sit a couple rows back on the way home. This was high school, and my reinvention started now.


      

      We left Townside behind and looped out to the country. A few stops south of town, a kid around my age swaggered in behind an upperclassman in a letterman jacket. The older one ignored me and went straight to the back. The other goggled at me. My “prominent” ears were magnets to certain people—jerks and bullies—and the longer he stared, the more I felt he was one of the two. He sized me up as an easy target. He shoved up against a middle-schooler in the seat behind mine and set to work contemplating his favorite harassments. A minute later he did a poor imitation of a fly buzzing around and flicked my ear to simulate a landing. I wasn’t fooled. The fly gambit was stale and predictable. This incident was far from my first flicking. I suffered enough in middle school, the most fertile territory for pests. My ears drew them in, and Ma’s barbering made me stand out like a fresh-sheared sheep wobbling out of the barn. I hoped high school would be better. Alas, this throwback kept at it, so I played along and swatted at the “fly” half-heartedly. Acting bored often did the job. Raising more protest than that doubled the chance of attention. I sat there and took it until my tormentor got tired of the game. I hoped I’d seen the last of him when we made the final stop at the middle school. He didn’t get off the bus, though. Instead, he issued one farewell flick and scooted off to the back rows by the letterman jacket kid. Cool friends were his passport to free movement. Lucky me to land in the sights of someone with diplomatic immunity.


      The other first-timers were scattered around. Patty sat a row forward of me. I wouldn’t cross the aisle boundary. Her thoughts were her own. She struck up conversations just fine. Maybe there was Girls’ Side Rules I wasn’t privy to. I stared out the window at the familiar streets as we rolled back into town, past Pickett’s, and towards the crossing into Coalside, the most unknown place on my mental map.


      The law required that we hush when the bus came to a railroad crossing. Our driver enforced it with a sharp “Quiet!”


      He didn’t need to shout. An invisible curtain of dread hung over the rails. We each thought of the stories and rumors we heard as we grew up. We found it easy to look down on Coalsiders from the distant, colorful heart of Townside. Now we were in the middle of it and unprotected. I was concerned that any rule-breaking here might get me kicked off. I would walk home in shame. I listened to the churn of the engine and the creak of the springs as we rolled over the grade. The tension made someone laugh once, and then choke off into silence.


      Technically, Coalside was part of the larger Boar Ridge community. However, on this side of the tracks, the Company was stronger than technicality. Coalside kids attended a Company grade school, mothers went to the Company store and not Pickett’s, and families worshipped in a church built by Company funds. Gossip filled in the darker vacancies of our knowledge. For example, moonshiners were said to be numerous, and guarded their secret stills with their shotguns and booby traps. This was accepted as fact. And Sunday services celebrated snake-handling and speaking in tongues. Also reasonable, as far as we knew. And of course, the Klan was vigorous here and moved in the open without shame. Stories repeated became truth, and we were on our guard.


      We was plunged deep into danger in the name of public education. The bus was a vessel to ferry us through strange waters. We were on a cultural safari, and I admit I was disappointed that after a few minutes, I didn’t see a single speck of danger. I was looking forward to it, a little. I saw no wild boozing, no welcoming committee of blacksnake jugglers. No crosses were aflame anywhere. I saw decay, and dilapidation. The road was so rough I thought it was unpaved. The bus eased in and out of broad, oily puddles. No homes lined the road. Businesses were dark, and I couldn’t tell which were folded for good and which were closed at this hour. The heartbeat of Coalside was sluggish and muffled. Doors were shut tight and their greasy blinds were rolled down to keep out our judging eyes. Fences made of mismatched planks and corroded stretches of sagging chain-link carved up plots of waist-high late-summer weeds. We passed a yard of rusty machinery buried under poison ivy, a corrugated-tin shed walled in by heaps of truck tires with peeling treads, and a dingy colorless building labeled “Store.” Not a soul was out. I expected danger and peril. Instead, I saw a community sad, shabby, and tired.


      I confess, I blamed the state of things on laziness. Everybody knew Coalsiders were shiftless and worked just hard enough to get by, though Ma would have a fit if I repeated that. This morning was my first look at genuine poverty, and I didn’t yet realize how much energy poverty demanded. I didn’t know how extra-long shifts at the mine wore down the spirit. I didn’t know how despair breeds despair, or how misery’s weight increases daily until it’s too much to lift. Coalside’s current state was a testament and a tomb to better times. In its heyday, twenty or thirty years before, the mine sent coal north to Pittsburgh, where they forged the steel that went to Detroit to grow the nation. Those days were a faded dream. Coalside couldn’t return to its gloried past, and it couldn’t repair its fallen present. It was stuck in time and decay.


      The crown of the mine elevator stood over the treetops ahead of us, a latticed frame and massive wheels and thick cable. It reminded me of how the church steeple overlooked our neighborhood. The mine buildings were surrounded by a high chain link fence topped with razor wire. I thought it was meant to keep out the curious. Years after, I realized it was effective at keeping miners inside, too.


      We drove toward the mine, until we came to a wide, rutted road crossing. The driver pulled the bus halfway around it, stopped, and opened the door. We held our breaths for a minute, perhaps two, in the silence. At last, an unsteady step sounded on the stair and the bus shifted as it took up the weight of new passengers. The Coalside kids climbed up in silence. I was by the front, and got the first look. I was primed to expect the worst. I braced for a line of filthy faces, jaundiced eyes, and maybe a tattoo. I cursed myself for not sitting by the emergency exit, in case we was overrun. My fears didn’t play out now, either. Seven or eight kids were bound for the high school, and they didn’t look like a mob. Each one of them was as overwhelmed and shell-shocked as the rest of us. To a one, the boys wore coveralls, most with signs of the mending Ma performed in summer evenings. Many sported a fresh haircut kept even by the edge of a mixing bowl. One of the girls boarded in a handmade dress of green-checkered fabric, as cheerful as new grass. The Coalside kids were quiet and self-conscious under our sidelong inspections.


      The bus didn’t pull away yet. We waited a long moment before a final clomp clomp clomp sounded from the front. A bigger boy stomped up the stair. He radiated open hostility. He wore his hair shaggy, down past his eyebrows in the front, curled up on his neck, and stuck out everywhere else like he woke up minutes before and skipped the comb. He fixed his eyes on the floor and shuffled past the first rows, and shot stealthy glances side to side as he looked for a seat. He carried his body like he was on defense against the world. My impression was that he kept all kinds of aggression bottled up.


      The bus was a few seats from full now. The bigger boy looked up once to scan the boys’ side. I recoiled when he looked my way, but I had a seat neighbor already. As strangers, the two of us of course didn’t speak, but thought ourselves lucky that our seat was full. When the new boy saw nothing open nearby, he shrugged and dropped down across the aisle next to a Townside girl without even a “hello.” It took her four seconds before she panicked and squeezed past to sit elsewhere. With the seat now to himself, the boy put his back to the window and his eyes on everyone else. He pulled a knee up to his chest and planted a scuffed and stained work boot on the seat. Bus Rules or no, I recognized don’t nobody sit next to me. And who’d want to? He was angry at the world. When he felt me looking, he stared back with such fierceness that I jumped and faced front. I thought he looked at me even after that, like he knew me. I didn’t know him, though, not at all. My neck burned.


      The driver shut the door and followed the turnaround back towards the tracks, and we put the mine behind us. Townside came back into sight. I was relieved. Conversations picked up, and first-day excitement returned. Once we got to the county road, the cool rows in the back got downright lively. A spitball battle rose up, and a sniper plinked me square on the scalp. It was a dry one, thank goodness. I turned by instinct to see who done it, though it would surely invite more ballistics. I caught the ear-flicker from earlier staring back at me and laughing. His face was pulled in. It looked pinched and had a strong weasel quality. He was cross-eyed over his squat nose and sneering mouth. The older boy in the letterman jacket that boarded with him was by the window, and the ear-flicker elbowed him and pointed. Now they were both laughing. They were related, and if I had to guess, I’d say brothers. Weasel genes run strong.


      The quiet kid with the beat-up boots looked at them, too. He stared at the weasel brothers, then glanced at me through his curtain of hair like he was sizing me up. I didn’t need to be caught in a battle. I swung my attention frontward. Sure enough, a second shot whizzed wide past me from the back. I ignored it. A third went high and ricocheted off the broad mirror angled above the driver.


      He wasn’t pleased. “I saw that, Mantz!”


      He devoted both eyes to the mirror, sparing none for the road. He did not slow down. His hands worked the wheel from habit.


      “Unless’n you feel like walking, put it away. Coach’ll hear from me.”


      No matter what row anyone sat in, Driver Commands ranked even higher than the Bus Rules. I heard a rumor once that a driver made a senior sit in the front row for his entire final year on the girls’ side. The shame would be incredible. Of course the projectile warfare halted immediately. I felt smug, but didn’t push my luck by looking back to gloat. I filed away the name “Mantz,” and hoped to never come across it again. Of course that wasn’t true. All the while, that boy with the beat-up boots stared at me. His eyes never left me. I hoped I wouldn’t come across him, neither.


      What’d I ever do to either of them?


      ☾


      We finished the trip despite me running from it all summer. Overall, the experience wasn’t as bad as I dreaded, except for the pockets of overwhelming worry. Our arrival was downright gentle. The school driveway was unnaturally smooth because it hadn’t seen enough winters yet to pothole it. The main building was square-sided and laid in sand-colored brick, and its newness unsettled me. My prior schools were comfortable hand-me-downs, where every class inherited the worn textbooks, battered desks, and passage-bowed stairs of the generations before. Schools should have a lived-in comfort that spoke of tradition, and not the shiny crispness of a knife. It looked expensive, and that made me feel even more misplaced.


      The driveway formed a loop before the school. Other buses from across the county were already unloading. I was sure the end of the day would be chaos, so I committed my bus number one-two-eight to memory, and to the back of my hand in blue ballpoint in case memory failed me. The moment we approached the curb, us first-timers all jumped to our feet. I’m sure a few were eager to get inside and see friends. I thought of escaping the Mantz ear-flicker and spitballer, their allies in the back rows, and the hard gaze of that boy in the boots.


      Our driver put a halt to this ambition. “Ladies first,” he declared, “and gentlemen stay seated.”


      We obeyed. He opened the door and oversaw the girls as they trooped past. Patty vanished with the crowd. She chatted with a neighbor she met that morning, in flagrant defiance of Rule Two. I couldn’t help her now. She’d have to find her own way out of social purgatory.


      “Now the gentlemen.”


      We rose, humbled, after the last girl stepped off. Cool kids in the back never rush, so the Mantz-weasels waited in their seats. Beat-up boots didn’t stand up, neither. He pretended to pick at a piece of gravel stuck in his sole but I swear he was still staring my way. I jumped into the first available gap, determined to get scarce. Lucky me, I was lost from the second I hit pavement. Right away I got caught up in eddies of students swirling around. Teachers swam through and did their best to channel us into the school. I flowed along powerless with the current.


      Someone handed me a school folder with the boar mascot on the front, a sheet of Official School Guidelines inside, and a mimeographed map of the classrooms. Our school had two long wings with a wide connecting hallway across the middle like a letter H. Each grade held homerooms along the four wings. The cafeteria and gymnasium capped opposite ends of the wings. The central hall opened onto the main Office, the teacher’s lounge, and the nurse’s room, and the library across the way. By the library, poster board signs were up with columns of mimeo sheets taped to them with our homeroom assignments. A senior already scrawled “Class of ’75!” on their poster. One hopeful freshman put “Class of 1978” in much more modest print on ours. That was four school years and forever away. I squeezed in among the bunch to find myself on the lists. Written out next to everyone else’s name, mine stands out as much as my ears. Ruggleman, David John, III is easy to pick out on a roster. I penciled my homeroom number on the inside flap of my folder, and wormed back out of the press towards the freshman wing to find my assigned classroom. I was due in Mrs. Jessop’s room, just past the junction.


      I’d get there once I took care of something more pressing. Me and everyone else had a case of the nerves, because there was line-ups at the freshman bathrooms. The five-minute warning bell rung as I finished washing up, and I rushed down the hall to make it. Being marked tardy for my first day was a bad start to high school. I found my class and ducked in the door at the tardy bell. A vacant seat waited just inside. Safe!


      Within seconds, a papery cough sounded in the vicinity of my right elbow. “Excuse me, why are you sitting in this seat?”


      That cough loosed from a wizened woman so short that our noses were level, though I sat and she stood upright. Her slate-grey permanent wave was shellacked into place. Her horn-rimmed glasses were what was called Coke-bottle thick, and when her rheumy eyes focused on me, her scowl said I was a bacteria that wandered under the wrong microscope. Her expression curdled both milk and the cow wrapped around it. This was Mrs. Jessop. I hoped Ma’s constant reminders to use manners, Davey would save me. They might have, too, but for the betrayal of my voice box.


      All summer long it cracked whenever I felt nervous or excited. Puberty flipped every statement into a question. Ma found it amusing. I did not. At this delicate diplomatic moment, my larynx turned traitor.


      “I’m taking my seat? For homeroom? Mrs. Jessop? Ma’am?”


      Mrs. Jessop didn’t find my vocal roller-coaster the least bit endearing. In fact, it annoyed her. Her lips pursed and her whole face squished up even more prune-like.


      “You have not been assigned to this seat. I have not yet assigned them.” Her voice was firm and unwavering.


      I opened my mouth to interject, and shut it right away. Mrs. Jessop planned to keep up both ends of the conversation, and did it so well that she left nothing for me to fill in.


      She lobbed one over the net to herself. “Unassigned seats cause dallying.”


      “I do not tolerate dallying in my classroom,” she countered.


      “Dallying students are disobedient,” she replied.


      “I do not tolerate disobedience in my classroom, either,” she responded, adding topspin.


      “Wait with your classmates for your proper seat assignment,” she concluded, set and match.


      She uncoiled a single, withered claw and aimed towards the chalkboard. I raised my eyes to see the rest of the class standing at the front. They watched every conversational play. Of course Patty Delbarr was among them. She waffled between expressions of pity and hopeless puppy love. The rest were relieved that someone else drew the first scolding of the school year. The younger ear-flicking/spit-balling Mantz-brother from the bus was present too. He looked delighted by my verbal flogging.


      Mrs. Jessop flanked me so I wouldn’t get lost walking ten feet in a straight line. Once I was backed up to the chalk tray, she swiveled into position before us, a tiny sergeant inspecting the newest batch of disappointing recruits.


      “For those who chose to join us late, I will repeat: no dallying or disobedience is tolerated in my classroom. Take your assigned seats before the tardy bell rings, and remain in them without idle chatter until dismissed.”


      As a history teacher, Mrs. Jessop kept her classroom decorated with a variety of photos and posters of great places and figures from antiquity. That is, her girlhood. I don’t say this with cruelty, but fact. She was several millennia old, and well-suited to the subject matter. She kept copies of the famous portraits of George Washington and Abraham Lincoln framed above the blackboard. I thought that space was a place of honor. I realize now that this was a continuing punishment from a past transgression. Mrs. Jessop paused and grimaced at both portraits with a look that said the Founding Fathers were difficult students of hers a few score years back.


      “If you are not in your assigned seat when the tardy bell sounds, you will be marked absent for the day and reported to the Office.”


      Mrs. Jessop’s glasses were a good half-inch-thick and I suspect she had little functional peripheral vision. A girl to the side raised her hand. Jessop either didn’t notice, or chose to ignore the interruption.


      “If you must use the restroom, do so before taking your assigned seat, or during the change between classes. This includes any time you spend applying cosmetics.” She said “cosmetics” like most folks say “axe murderer.”


      The girl lowered her hand.


      Mrs. Jessop was well-familiar with this speech. The momentum carried her onward. “Seats are assigned by surname according to the official roster. When I call your name, take your seat quickly and quietly with no dallying. Starting here, by my desk: Adams comma William.”


      Bill Adams took the seat right before old Jessop’s desk in the front corner. I was grateful for being down-alphabet and out of harm’s reach. Staring at this relic first thing every day would be enough to make me change my name.


      My future classmates scurried to their seats as Mrs. Jessop read onward. Delbarr comma Patricia landed in the second row near the front. I felt bad for whoever was stuck in her orbit. Patty could pull conversations towards her like a longshoreman hauling on a rope. Once someone acted friendly, she’d hook them and reel them in, relentlessly. That’s how we made friends in kindergarten and I still couldn’t shake loose of her acquaintance.


      The weasel-boy stirred when she reached “Mantz comma Louis.” Now I knew the first name of my bus tormentor. We spent a lot of time in the same classrooms in that school. Our schedules aligned more than they differed, as is the way of things. The very person you seek to avoid is the one you encounter the most.


      Mrs. Jessop was familiar with his heritage. “Relation to Mantz comma Clifford?”


      Lou Mantz swaggered forward from line. “Cliff’s my brother. He’s a senior, and the starting quarterback.” He puffed up even more, like bloated roadkill.


      Jessop looked him over closely. She did not share Lou’s high opinion of Mantz comma Clifford. She shot another glance at Washington and Lincoln to remind them how she handled troublemakers.


      “Mind yourself in my classroom, Mister Mantz. Your brother did not distinguish himself here.”


      I suppose she meant academically, and if she hoped to convince Lou Mantz to obey, it didn’t take. Her official roster assigned him a prime seat in the very back row, a veritable sniper’s paradise for an up-and-coming career spitballer. I
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